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[bookmark: _2g4ncqja2qll]Introduction
[bookmark: _o5sb4azh72kr]Background of the study 
Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) projects have become a major part of modern business strategy as organisations are under more and more pressure to ensure they are responsible and sustainable. 
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Figure 1: 2025 Executive Benchmark on Integrated Reporting 
(Source: Klindt and McReynolds, 2025) 
The 2025 Executive Benchmark on Integrated Reporting in Figure 1 indicates that 85% of the executives intend to proceed with sustainability disclosures despite regulatory change and 97% believe that robust sustainability reporting provides a competitive advantage (Klindt and McReynolds, 2025).
The significance of ESG is more pronounced in the UK food industry. The industry is significant in the national economy and it is directly related to the issues of environmental sustainability, food security, human health and ethical supply chain management. The food industry and retailers are facing a lot of scrutiny on matters of carbon emissions, food waste, sustainable sourcing, labour practices and animal welfare. As reported by Shilling (2023), a majority of almost 46% of adults and 63% of under-35s find it more significant that ingredients are sustainable than that they are minimally processed. 
Although organisations are becoming fervent in marketing their ESG success, customer confidence determines the success of such a move to a large extent. Trust is an essential element of the consumer-organisation relationship since it minimises uncertainty and fosters trust in organisational arguments and actions (Kulova and Nikolova-Alexieva, 2023). After the implementation of ESG, customer trust is of paramount importance since consumers usually have limited resources or knowledge to perform their own checks of sustainability statements. Although there is an increased corporate investment in ESG programmes, the issue of greenwashing has been escalating. Greenwashing is a process of overstating, exaggerating or misinforming stakeholders regarding sustainability performance. 
[bookmark: _bd6cla6gyyd]Research problem 
Despite the literature that has been conducted on ESG in terms of its impact on other outcomes like the reputation of the corporation, customer satisfaction, purchase intention and customer loyalty, there is relatively less emphasis on customer trust as a research construct. Current literature by Bae et al., (2023) tends to study trust as a secondary phenomenon or examine the effects of ESG in a variety of industries without taking into account the peculiarities of the food industry. Moreover, the evidence on ESG initiatives and customer trust is still inconsistent and sometimes even contradictory, especially when the aspects of transparency, authenticity and greenwashing are taken into account. With the growing significance of sustainability in food consumption, as well as the growing scepticism of corporate ESG assertions, a synthesis of existing evidence is necessary. This research thus postulates a systematic literature review to critically analyse the association between ESG initiatives and customer trust in the UK food industry, to determine the main trust-building mechanisms and to point out the gaps that need additional research in the academic field.

[bookmark: _ygbm1xdfwj5n]Research aim, objectives and questions
[bookmark: _1dv93gbaj8hv]Research aim 
The aim of this study will be to critically investigate the impact of Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) initiatives on customer trust within the UK food industry.
[bookmark: _4dsqn8s81ia]Research objectives
RO1: To critically evaluate the implementation and significance of ESG initiatives within the UK food industry
RO2: To examine the relationship between ESG initiatives and customer trust 
RO3: To identify the challenges related to ESG dimensions and organisational practices that impact customer trust
RO4: To recommend the factors that strengthen customer trust through ESG initiatives 
[bookmark: _d6j0pd53td87]Research questions
RQ1: How are ESG initiatives implemented within the UK food industry?
RQ2: What is the relationship between ESG initiatives and customer trust in the UK food industry?
RQ3: Which challenges do organisations face related to ESG dimensions that most significantly influence customer trust?
RQ4: What factors strengthen customer trust in relation to ESG initiatives?

[bookmark: _hthfelyp11r8]Preliminary literature search
[bookmark: _kqfg1f8sqat0]Theoretical implications 
Stakeholder theory
Stakeholder Theory offers one of the most popular theoretical frameworks to study the Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) initiatives (Awa et al., 2024). 
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Figure 2: Stakeholder Theory 
(Source: Awa et al., 2024)
According to the theory, organisations need not just pursue the interests of shareholders but aim at creating value for all stakeholders such as customers, employees, suppliers, communities and investors. ESG initiatives could thus be considered as strategic processes by which organisations seek to respond to demands of stakeholders and be legitimate. According to the theory, organisations which show responsible behaviour are more inclined to receive stakeholder support and trust.
Customer trust theory
Customer Trust Theory is an explanation of the development of trust between consumers and organisations based on perceptions of competence, honesty, integrity and benevolence. 
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Figure 3: Customer Trust Model 
(Source: Van Hummel and Russell-Bennett, 2025)
Trust is especially essential when dealing with a situation that is characterised by uncertainty, where consumers are unable to test the claims of organisations directly. The customers in the ESG context usually do not have enough information to evaluate the sustainability performance on their own and thus depend on the organisational disclosures and communications. Researchers also make a differentiation between cognitive trust, based on the rational assessment of organisational performance, and affective trust, being based on the emotional belief in the intentions of a company. 
[bookmark: _80qe0pj6muji]Empirical research 
Critical evaluation of the implementation of ESG initiatives within the UK food industry
The introduction of ESG initiatives has been gaining momentum in the UK food industry as the pressure on regulation, stakeholder expectations and environmental issues have increased. The activities involved in food production and distribution are major contributors to greenhouse gases, waste production and consumption of resources, which motivates organisations to embrace business practices that are sustainable in nature. According to Onukwulu et al., (2023), leading UK food retailers and manufacturers have embarked on strategies intended to minimize carbon footprints, promote sustainable sourcing, improve labor conditions and promote supply chain visibility.
The positive benefits of ESG activities include good reputation for corporations, good organizational image and stakeholder relations. As regards this topic, it can be noted that Manzoor et al., (2024) argue that sustainable sourcing programs and food waste reduction programs have assisted organizations in demonstrating their environmental responsibility as well as meeting the needs and expectations of consumers. Other organisations have more resources in terms of finances and technology to spend on sustainability programmes and small firms frequently have limited resources. Researchers in Nugroho et al., (2024) also claim that the usefulness of the implementation of ESG does not just rely on whether the sustainability practices are adopted or not, but also on the means of communication and perception of the sustainability initiatives by the consumers. 
Relationship between ESG initiatives and customer trust
The literature available tends to indicate that there is a positive correlation between ESG activities and customer trust. 
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Figure 4: ESG commitments influencing consumer buying decisions 
(Source: Kulova and Nikolova-Alexieva, 2023)
Kulova and Nikolova-Alexieva (2023) stated that 80% of consumers are turning towards organisations that show environmental responsibility, ethical business practices and social responsibility. The involvement of organisations in such activities as ESG can remind consumers about organizational integrit 
Deshmukh and Tare (2023) noted that the positive results related to trust could be linked with organizational environmental activities, such as carbon reduction programs, sustainable packaging, and responsible sourcing, because of the efforts made by firms to demonstrate their concern about solving the problem faced by society. This idea is further explained by Tziner and Persoff (2024), stating that socially-oriented programs focusing on employees and communities can contribute to good organizational reputation and image. The governance practices, especially transparency and accountability, are also identified as significant mechanisms of trust-building. Certain studies indicate that there are strong positive relationships between ESG performance and customer trust, but others find that there are weak or indirect relationships.
Challenges organisations face related to ESG dimensions that impact customer trust
Total ESG initiatives can help organisations to increase customer trust, but organisations encounter numerous challenges that can affect their effectiveness. Nguyen et al., (2026) state that greenwashing is known to be one of the most common issues because it occurs when companies exaggerate or misrepresent their environmental achievements. As highlighted by Daou et al. (2025), consumer trust can be broken as greenwashing creates a disconnect between what is promised and what is really happening within the organisation. With growing recognitions of sustainability issues, people are more sceptical of business communications at ESG issues.
Okeke (2026) noted that consumers want organisations to be more transparent and evidence-based in relation to ESG activities. Moreover, information contained in sustainability reports could prove to be quite complicated to comprehend and assess for individuals. The lack of such information might lead to distrust of the information. According to Singer-Brodowski (2025), environmental programmes could be viewed negatively in circumstances when organisations failed to provide tangible evidence. Challenges related to governance, including poor accountability measures, poor disclosure practices or poor reporting standards, can further decrease consumer confidence. 
[bookmark: _qvykvjw0sqbb]Gaps in knowledge 
The analysis of the current literature shows that there are some significant gaps. Studies consider ESG as related to corporate reputation, customer loyalty or purchase intention, whereas very few concentrate on customer trust as the main result variable. Second, the current evidence in David (2025) on the linkage between ESG initiatives and customer trust is still scattered and sometimes even conflicting, especially on the role played by transparency and greenwashing perceptions. Third, the bulk of the evidence available is based on the general international circumstances, and few studies are based specifically on the UK food industry. The existing gaps indicate that there is a need to conduct a systematic synthesis of existing evidence to get a better picture of customer trust in ESG efforts in the UK food industry.
[bookmark: _4b6p2eo7ebcg]Conceptual framework
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Figure 4: Conceptual Framework
(Source: Self-Created)
The framework suggests that ESG activities have an effect on customer trust in the UK food sector. Nevertheless, transparency mediates this relationship, along with authenticity and perceptions of greenwashing. When it comes to communicating about ESG activities, a credible communication boosts consumer trust, whereas a miscommunication results in consumer scepticism about the organisation's activities.
[bookmark: _78ujwifaqhct]Research methodology
[bookmark: _ae2aoo6v80y]Justification using the PICO framework
The PICO framework is a systematic method of formulating specific research questions as well as informing systematic literature reviews (Zaccagnini and Li, 2023). The PICO is applied to explain the main concepts linked to customer trust and ESG actions in the UK food industry in this study. The framework defines the target population, the intervention under investigation, the comparison situation and the desired outcome. 

	PICO element
	Description

	Population (P)
	Customers and consumers within the UK food industry 

	Intervention (I)
	Food companies have been carrying out Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) initiatives

	Comparison (C)
	Organisations that have limited, weak or poorly communicated ESG initiatives, or studies of the comparison of various ESG practices

	Outcome (O)
	Customer trust, such as credibility, transparency and organisational trustworthiness perceptions


Table 1: PICO implementation on research context 
(Source: Self-Created)
[bookmark: _ufi0hza034tf]Research philosophy
This research is based on an interpretivist research philosophy as it is suitable since the study aims at comprehending how customer trust in ESG initiatives has been conceptualised and interpreted in the current literature. Acharya (2025) stated that the philosophy allows exploring the meaning, perspectives, and contextual knowledge that was reported by earlier researchers to assist in comprehending the ESG -trust relationship further. 
[bookmark: _9voc6i57mdgb]Research approach
The deductive research methodology will be utilised in this research. Previous research provides valuable theoretical underpinning on the subject matter, including Stakeholder Theory and Customer Trust Theory, which could help guide the research and provide a firm basis to analyse the link between ESG programmes and consumer trust. The review will evaluate and summarise the evidence used by past researchers to explain the level of support for the current theoretical assumptions in the UK food industry setting. 
[bookmark: _8zzhajxp0v4]Research design
The research design to be used in the study will be a descriptive research design which will adopt a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) methodology. A systematic review offers a systematic and transparent methodology of finding, reviewing and synthesising scholarly evidence (Satnarine, 2023). The descriptive design fits well since the research will summarise and critically analyse the current knowledge on ESG initiatives and customer trust instead of ascertaining causal relationships based on primary data gathering. 
[bookmark: _4lpqdjncrcxo]Data collection
The study will use secondary data, which will be gathered through peer-reviewed academic literature. The relevant studies will be determined based on extensive searches in the recognised academic databases. 
[bookmark: _7qxvcpg484wk]Databases
· Emerald Insight
· ScienceDirect
· Business Source Complete
· Google Scholar 
[bookmark: _esgtg49cde6v]Keywords
· ESG initiatives
· Environmental, Social and Governance
· Customer trust
· Consumer trust
· Sustainability
· UK food industry
· Food sector
· Greenwashing
· Transparency
· ESG communication
Search terms will be combined and refined using Boolean operators such as AND, OR and NOT to enhance the relevance and accuracy of studies retrieved. 
[bookmark: _xipqxvtq0skg]Example search strings
· “ESG initiatives” AND “customer trust”
· “Environmental Social Governance” AND “food industry” AND “consumer trust”
· “Sustainability” AND “food sector” AND “trust” NOT “financial performance”
· “Greenwashing” AND “customer trust” AND “food companies”

	Inclusion criteria
	Exclusion criteria

	· Peer-reviewed journal articles
· Published in English
· Published between 2021 and 2026
· Studies examining ESG, sustainability or CSR initiatives
· Studies investigating customer trust or related trust constructs
· Research relevant to food, retail or consumer sectors
· Authentic and credible access 
	· Non-peer-reviewed publications
· Conference abstracts and unpublished manuscripts
· Studies focusing solely on investors or financial markets
· Articles lacking sufficient methodological information
· Studies with no access 


Table 2: Inclusion and Exclusion criteria 
(Source: Self-Created)
[bookmark: _6owsxt7p2h2m]Data analysis
The chosen studies will be analysed with the help of thematic analysis. After the screening process, the findings will be relevant and they will be coded to determine the recurring patterns and concepts (Cabrera and Cabrera, 2023). An analogous code will then be clustered into larger themes, which will allow synthesising evidence concerning ESG initiatives, transparency, greenwashing and customer trust. This is the right approach to be used in order to identify similarities, differences and trends in the reviewed literature in a systematic manner. 
[bookmark: _2f0kzmev9ymq]Ethical considerations
The research will only be based on secondary data sources that are publicly available and hence the ethical risk will be minimal. There will be no human subjects and no personal or confidential information will be collected. As a result, the goal of informed consent, anonymity and the welfare of the participants do not apply (Nii Laryeafio and Ogbewe, 2023). Although there will be no primary data collection, the study will comply with the UWTSD ethical codes and principles of academic integrity. The citations and references of all sources will be done using the Harvard Referencing style in order to prevent plagiarism and respect intellectual property rights. Besides, honesty and objectivity of the findings will be reported and transparency will be observed during the literature search, selection and analysis. 
[bookmark: _39auw2rfd2nn]Risks 

	Risk
	Mitigation strategy

	Poor access to UK food industry-related research 
	Expand search terms to food retail, consumer goods and sustainability literature as relevant

	Bias in publication in academic literature
	Identify a variety of scholarly databases and incorporate research that has revealed varying results

	Bias of interpretation by the researcher in thematic analysis
	Implement transparent coding processes and keep an audit trail during the review process

	Time limitations related to screening and analysis of a large number of studies
	Develop a systematic review plan and adhere to a research schedule

	Possible bias that could exclude pertinent studies because of limitations of databases
	Independent searches in Google Scholar and screening of reference lists


Table 3: Risk and Mitigation strategies  
(Source: Self-Created)

[bookmark: _e29qkrcx4tdl]Timeline 

	Activities
	June
	July 
	August 
	September 

	Proposal approval
	
	
	
	

	Literature search
	
	
	
	

	Article screening and selection
	
	
	
	

	Data extraction
	
	
	
	

	Thematic analysis
	
	
	
	

	Findings and discussion development
	
	
	
	

	Dissertation completion 
	
	
	
	

	Proofreading
	
	
	
	

	Submission
	
	
	
	


Table 4: Research Timeline 
(Source: Self-Created)
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